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On Feb. 20, in their first joint political action, more than 500 Indians from 20 Amazon rain forest
tribes gathered in Altamira, a jungle town located in the northern state of Para, for a week of
testimonies, debates, speeches and other events. Included were 100 warriors from the Kayapo
tribe, the main organizer of the conference. Brazil's native peoples are protesting plans to construct
the Kararao and Babaquara dams on the Amazon's Xingu River that would flood their lands.
If built, the reservoirs would flood about 3,000 square miles of jungle, displacing 7,000 Indians.
Brazil's native population numbers about 220,000 in a total of 144 million. Some historians say their
numbers have dropped from about 5 million when Portuguese explorers landed in 1500. Tribal
chiefs stepped onto a wooden platform in turn and spoke about the effects of the dams on their
livelihood and culture. David Yanomami of the primitive Yanomami tribe that recently won a U.N.
"Global 500 " award for environmental defense, declared: "We will not accept the dams. The river
will rise. The fish will die. The game will move away." According to AP, whites predominated in
the crowd packing the concrete bleachers and the auditorium's balcony. The audience included
Brazilian and foreign environmentalists, and dozens of journalists. Among the foreign organizations
represented were the Washington-based Environmental Defense Fund, and Friends of the Earth,
headquartered in London. Later in the day, thousands of farmers and local merchants marched
through Altamira, a town of 38,000, carrying placards saying: "Dams mean more jobs and more
progress" and "Gringos leave us in peace." The government's representative at the conference,
Fernando Mesquita, president of the Brazilian Environment Institute, told the crowd: "We recognize
that great indignities were committed against the Indian people. But now it is a question of national
awareness. We are here to listen." [Indicative of Brasilia's position on the questions of development
vs. conservation of the Amazon was a Feb. 18 statement by Interior Minister Joao Alves. The minister
said that Brazil considers decisions affecting the Amazon a matter of national sovereignty, and will
not agree to any foreign intervention. Alves asserted that "We Brazilians are competent enough
to decide what we will do with the region." However, he added, the government may accept
foreign financial and technical assistance to preserve the region's natural resources.] On Feb. 22,
an "ecology tribunal" was opened in Belem, capital of Para state. The tribunal, headed by Brazilian
agronomist Jose Lutzenbergar, will examine the extent of environmental damage that has already
occurred in the Amazon region. Lutzenbergar was chosen as an alternate for the Nobel Prize in
1988 for his environmental defense work. Thus far, an estimated 50,000 sq.km. of the Amazonian
forest have been destroyed by fire. Large tracts have been flooded in the construction of dams
for hydroelectricity generating plants. Analysts say that by 2010, the construction of 80 dams will
put some 100,800 sq.km. of the region will be under water. Construction of the Kararao dam near
Altamira to be financed in large part by the World Bank would flood some 1,200 sq.km. of forestland,
and with it, territory of the Kayapo Indians. Tribal chief Paulo Kayapan was expected to testify at
the summit in Altamira, and at the tribunal in Belem. In February 1988, Kayapan travelled to the US
where he met with representatives of the State Department and the World Bank. His testimony led
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to the suspension of a $500 million loan to Brazil to finance a hydroelectricity project. (Basic data
from AFP, 02/17/89; Xinhua, 02/18/89; AP, 02/21/89)
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